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Maine Peace Action Committee

STATEMENT OF PURPOSE

T

he Maine Peace Action Committee
(MPAC) was founded in 1974 with a
special focus on ending the war in
Indochina. MPAC has been concerned with our
society’s violent and militaristic nature, which is
manifested in a lack of humane and progressive
values and a tendency towards solving problems
via destructive means.
Our general orientation takes the double focus
of analyzing and opposing militarism, or the
efforts to use nuclear weapons and other military
means to solve human problems, and imperialism,
or the efforts by powerful nations to use economic
and military means to impose their will upon less
powerful peoples.
Our nation’s pursuit of these policies undermines its ability to deal with the needs of its own
citizens and places us in greater danger of war.
Our tax dollars are used to develop first strike
capable weapons and to support repressive
regimes abroad. Consequently, there are fewer
dollars available for needed human services both
here and abroad.
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If we direct our energy and other resources
into weapons systems, there is little left for
creative solutions to problems such as the world
food and fuel shortages which threaten our
survival.

imperialism and proposing alternatives to these
policies.

We have seen human needs are neglected by
an existing government, and when that government represses groups attempting to meet those
needs, violent upheaval has resulted. Our government’s military economic support for such repressive regimes has embroiled us in armed conflicts
which have escalated to full scale war and could
mean inevitable global destruction.

1. unite people within our group

We support efforts to deal with each of these
problems since we see them as resulting and
contributing to an economic and political system
over which most of us have little control.
We in MPAC believe that while none of these
efforts by itself can bring about a completely just
society, together we can work toward more
comprehensive solutions. We feel that we can
best contribute by challenging militarism and

We find we can act effectively if we focus on a
limited number of specific issues and campaigns.
We need projects which can:
2. provide opportunities for action resulting in
measurable achievement
3. link our efforts with national campaigns; and
4. demonstrate the dynamics of militarism and
imperialism.
For our activities to be successful, we need to
educate ourselves about issues, analyze the
contributing factors, investigate alternative solutions, decide strategy for implementing alternatives, and share our understanding with the
community to enlist their support.
MPAC believes that people united and working together can redefine our values and change
our approach to problems so that we shall be able
to live in a free and creative society; indeed, such
efforts are imperative if we are to survive.
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REDISTRIBUTING THE SENSIBLE:
JACQUES RANCIÈRE ON POLITICS

A

s the farcical election of 2012 has drawn
to a merciful end, the word ‘politics’ is
increasingly fraught with both misdefinition and indifference. Phrases such as, “I hate
politics,”, “she is such a politician,” and, “let’s not
get political here,” float through casual conversation.
The prevalence of these phrases reflects a
population that has in many ways given up on
what they perceive to be the realm of the political. We learn “the issues” and show up on
Election Day if we vote at all. Some of us are
activists and engage year round, often studiously
avoiding engagement in the perceived traditional
politics of the moment.
This disillusionment which masks a widespread disenfranchisement is no surprise, as the
concept of politics has been co-opted by those
whom we might call professional politicians.
However, what these arbitrars of society call politics is no true workable definition of the word. A
series of debates is not politics, but the labeling of
debates as such is. The reduction of the word to
money and power controlled debates, advertisements, and parties is an example of true politics in
America—the distribution of the sensible, what is
okay to say and do, in this case, a reductionary
distribution. Words matter so much, and if we
reclaim the concept of ‘politics’ from politicians
we may find ourselves more empowered as
activists and change-makers.
French philosopher Jacques Rancière offers an
alternative definition of politics: the process of
reconfiguring the distribution of the
sensible. Exactly what does this phrase
mean? First, the sensible may be defined
as what one is allowed to say or do in
common society. In America, one is
allowed to say that the United States is a
democracy, a meritocracy, that we do
good abroad, that racism, sexism, and
classism are no longer on the table. What
can be found “on the table” is what has
been defined as sensible. All else may be
marginalized as radical, impractical, or
unAmerican.
How a sense of sensibility arrives in
place is a question of distribution.
Who/what is the originary of our cultural
discussion? How are the topics and
prescribed roles in that discussion
disseminated? In our culture it is no challenge to see the originaries as a small
group of corporate elite, with an occasional scientist or “average Joe” rising
into the milieu. The primary mode of
dissemination is the same mass media
which is owned by said individuals.
Secondary modes of dissemination
include nearly every public space and
institution in our society, humandesigned environments for the body and
mind which maintain the façade of sensibility.

“Politics occurs when those who ‘have no’ time take the time
necessary to front up as inhabitants of a common space and
demonstrate that their mouths really do emit speech capable of
making pronouncements on the common which cannot be
reduced to voices signaling pain.” (Rancière p. 25)
Redistributing the sensible while living in it is
no easy task. It is analogous to rebuilding a house
from the ground up while still inhabiting it—
unforeseen issues will be uncovered, discomforts
will arise. However, there is naught for a change
maker to do but start where we are and move
towards where we ought to be.
If the task of the change maker is this act of
movement is to redistribute the sensible in a more
just and truthful manner, then there are several
opportunities for dissemination available. An
opportunity notably absent is the mass media, for
that is well controlled by top-down forces. More
minor, non-corporate controlled media can be an
acting force. Moreover, a primary opportunity can
be found in the arts—visual, film, theater, literature, and music. It is no secret that Plato banned
theater as well as democracy from his ideal society—the two go hand in hand in disrupting the
established order of things.
Another primary opportunity is what some
might call grassroots movement, or what is
described in the Rancière quote at the beginning

of this article, “when those who have no time
take the time necessary to front up as inhabitants
of a common space and demonstrate that their
mouths really do emit speech capable of making
pronouncements on the whole”. There are two
key elements here—one, the demand to “front
up” which requires being visible and occupying a
space in the public, a space in the mind, or both.
The second key element is the requirement to
make pronouncements on the common.
Activists are well aware of the importance of
fronting up and becoming visible, as there is
virtually no reason to not marginalize the invisible. This is why we wear buttons and patches,
write public letters, and stand in the street with
signs proclaiming our truth. But visibility has
greater effect than simply staving off marginalization. Occupying the dominant cultural space
begins to reconfigure that space. Rather than
simply passing through a given area, laypeople
may find the normal coordinates of their sensory
experience suspended by the incongruous presence of dissent. This presence, while possibly
having little immediate effect, serves as a
spark in the dialectical engine of collective consciousness which eventually
defines our realm. No better example
can be presented than Occupy Wall
Street literally occupying Wall Street
and streets and parks across the world.
Previous to Occupy the sensible of Wall
Street was wealth. The presence of tents,
tarps, and police in an environment of
granite, steel, and silk provided a visual
incongruity which, together with verbal
and emotional incongruity, began a small
crack in that sensibility of wealth.
However, without the force of the
common—shared proprietal, intellectual, and social space—these cracks
would be at best shallow and at worst
violent. The presence of one incongruent individual is easy to belittle, to trivialize as a sad but non representative
story. The presence of many individuals,
either standing in agreement with or in
support of that story, qualifies politics
with potential impact. In a movement
with impact, standing in community
allows for wholeness in revolution, a
representative change. It is the difference between what Rancière calls revolution qua revolution of state, in which
See Rancière on Page 3
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Rancière
(continued from Page 2)

one dominant group succeeds another and the
separation between multiple humanities is
renewed, and revolution qua formation of
community of sense, in which the dead mechanism of the oppressive state is succeeded from
below but the living power of community. This
sensibility speaks to a need for inclusiveness and
de-polarization in our movements, and also warns
against the results of the worst cases of revolution, in which community is lost and violent
power relationships are once again resumed, only
with new players.
Reading Rancière on politics enables us to
literally reclaim the word while also gaining
insight into the political structure of our society
and how to change it. Let us shed the mantle of
contrived games we call politics in common
conversation and realize what sensibility is being
forced upon us. Knowing what is permissible, how
this permissibility is decreed, and how conformity
is enforced allows the work from within to begin.
By hearing our non-corporate media, supporting
our creators, and fronting up together as a
community we may build a presence of incongruity strong enough to crack the dominant
forces which have been distributing the sensible
in such a violent, misaligned manner. While
doing so, we may distribute a more just sensibility
of our own, where consumption and growth are
not presumed desirable, where the military is not
an eminently fundable do-good force around the
globe, and where the problems of classism,
racism, and sexism are still on the common table,
along with the promise of radical new ideas which
might not be acceptable in old, dominant culture,
but sure do make sense as we disseminate a new
one.
This analysis primarily drawn from “Rancière,
Jacques. Aesthetics and its Discontents,” Polity
Press, Malden MA 2009.
—Caroline Robe

T

he deer is sleek and streamlined, panting
as she gallops down the corridor. I’m
unpleasantly surprised, taken aback by her
presence, and I find my finger poised over the
“doors close” button. I reconsider, as I’m already
late for class, and slide smoothly, silently, across
the hall as she bolts for the stairs.
We brought our guns to school today. No need
for a concealed weapons permit here: Better to
grab a chair by the twitchy computer engineer
with a pistol on his desk than risk sitting by the
pretty red-haired girl with a tentative smile and
bulges under her skirt. The professor glares as I sit
down and dig through my bag. I rummage around
for a notepad, pull out a pencil, and try to act like
I didn’t leave my arms at home.
“Now that we’re all here,” the professor begins
dryly, confidence emanating from a thin smile,
“Tell me why you’re all here: What are your motivations, your hopes, your future plans?” We offer
no response, and he nods, pleased by our apathy,
our concurrence. “You’ve come to the right
place: I am are here to guide you towards Point B,
where you will become capable of providing for
yourselves, repaying your debts, elevating your
standards of living, and planning for Point C,
whatever that may entail. Please take out a piece
of paper, and a pen.” He frowns, “Oh, and be
careful of that leak in the ceiling: The water dams
up on the roof, and when it falls through… Well,
you can see the marks.”
I turn to examine the damage. Brown lines
run sporadically down the wall; a carefully placed
wastebasket is about half full of water; the ground
is stained where the residue drips through to the
next floor.
Instructions are on the board: We are to write
down our perceived talents, our passions, our
wants and needs, our social security numbers. I
place my paper on the desk in front of me, careful to avoid the workspace of my increasingly
antsy neighbor. My side of the table is so covered

in graffiti that I can barely write without poking a
hole through my work. As I shift towards a
cleaner area, a gunshot from the hall startles me
upright, my hand sub-consciously flying to my
pockets, pencil tearing a line across the desk.
The red-haired girl in front of me has a hand on
her thigh, and her fake smile has vanished. The
whole class stares pointedly at the door.

The professor is unimpressed “five more
minutes, everyone,” he mutters without lifting his
head, eyes fixed on the piles he’s shifting around
on the desk.
After a minute or so, I’ve calmed down
enough to remember my middle three digits.
There’s another gun shot, more distant than the
first, followed by a slew of expletives. I glance up,
but as no one else has allowed the disturbance to
break their concentration, I quietly return to my
work.
See Silas on Page 4

UNIVERSITY OF MAINE
NON-DISCRIMINATION
POLICY

T

he University of Maine does not discriminate on the grounds of race, color, religion,
sex, sexual orientation, including transgender
status and gender expression, national origin,
citizen status, disability, genetic information or
veteran’s status in employment, education, and
all other programs and activities. The following
person has been designated to handle inquiries
regarding non-discrimination policies: Director,
Office of Equal Opportunity, 101 North Steven
Hall, 581-1226..
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When the professor calls us back to attention,
I have a paragraph on my passions, a short list of
needs, and little to no idea of what I’m doing in
school. We pass our papers forward. With a few
exceptions, they’re just as empty as mine. The
professor seems satisfied with the quality of our
work, and we move on to a film on resume building. As we near the end of class, there’s another
gun shot, this one so close that before I can stop
myself, I’ve leapt out of my chair, practically
knocking the desk over in the process. The rest
of the class is silent, hands in pockets, backpacks,
and dresses, gazes shifting from the door to my
desk.
The professor raises an eyebrow, “you may be
seated,” he briefs candidly.
I gingerly pull the desk towards me, and settle
back into my chair. The professor coughs twice
and addresses the class: “You have all opted to
pay for this education. Your parents are pouring
their hard-earned money into your future. The
entire country offers its support through scholarships and financial aid in the hope that someday
you will use the skills and knowledge you glean
from this institution to become productive and
empowered members of our society. The money
at stake is an investment: An investment in your
future, your children’s’ future and the future of
our nation; therefore, it is your responsibility,
your duty, to work tirelessly at your studies, allowing nothing to distract or detract from your
personal development. When you have become
self-sufficient individuals, when your societal
debts are paid, when you have proved yourselves
to be valuable citizens, you earn the right to leap
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at any gunshots you wish. But
until then…” he fixes me with
a final, piercing, glare “please
remain seated.”
Another gunshot. The
video resumes. Homework is
assigned. We tramp out of the
classroom, followed by the
professor’s scrutinizing gaze.
The hallway is not a pretty
sight. The deer sits on the
shattered remains of her two
back legs, bone fragments
coloring the wall, dark, crimson blood oozing from her
stomach and pooling on the
grey tarp the custodians
placed underneath her. As we
tramp past, her head drops
onto the floor, and her wide,
dark eyes meet each successive, indifferent student, until
they fall on me.
I’m struck by a sudden,
irrational urge to go to her,
possessed by the notion that
somehow, I can make a difference. I don’t know how to
dress a wound, or stop bleeding, or pull bullets out of a deer, but I can’t stop
myself, I’m by her side, cradling her head, mind
and pulse racing, reaching for my phone, praying
for someone to help. Her body is still warm, her
pleading eyes begging me to ease her suffering.
Do something, do anything, pour whatever I can
into solving this hopeless case for a deer who
doesn’t even know what hit her.
I’m hauled up roughly by
the arm. The professor points
me towards the stairs: “You
have papers to write” He
admonishes, “and be sure to
wash your hands.”
I get one last look at the
deer before I’m pushed through
the door and an audible slam
shuts me off from the corridor.
I want to turn and fight, tear
the door open, muscle past the
old professor and scream for
help, but as I reach for the
smooth, metallic door handle, I
feel a tap on my shoulder, and I
turn, legs tensed, eyes wide
with adrenaline. It’s the redhaired girl staring up at me,
empathy playing across her
features, holding a steady gaze,
begging me not to go. My eyes
start tearing up, and the fire in
my chest goes out. The professor is correct, of course: I have
lots of work, and so little time
to do it. The girl takes my
hand, and I allow her to lead
me down the stairs.
“You ok?” she whispers.

I give her a little nod, and she frowns, not
impressed, by my unimpassioned response. “That
was really sweet of you,” she consoles, “you’ve
done all that you could.” A smile and a light tug
on my hand: “Hey, I have something cool to show
you.”
We exit the front door hand in hand, and
circle around to the rear of the building. Vines
climb up the walls. Beneath their weave, the
foundation is full of cracks, thin black lines
cutting through the cement base and stretching
towards a first story window. The girl gestures for
me to take a closer look, and I see that flowers are
growing out of the wall, filling the holes where
the water damage has left its marks. She plucks
one out of the wall, and places it in my hand.
Vivid orange-red colored pedals, black seeds and
yellow stamens.
“Thank you,” I offer timidly, pulling the flower
to my nose. It has a subtle, dull fragrance, a
blurry contrast to its vibrant exterior.
“Poppies,” the girl whispers. She gazes into my
eyes again, and this time, I’m finally able to match
her smile. “C’mon!” she takes my hand. “No
more work today. Let’s get a drink, get some rest,
and get ready for tomorrow.”
We trek off towards town. She’s a good
conversationalist: We shares stories, find mutual
acquaintances, laugh at each other’s jokes, and
look the other way while white-suits throw a grey
tarp into a van. The custodians are hard workers:
By next class, I can barely make out the bloodstains.
—Aaron Waldman
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END STUDENT DEBT DOMINATION:
INFORM, ORGANIZE, RESIST

W

e are experiencing an educational
crisis. Total student debt in the United
States is now over one trillion dollars.
Most of the students reading this article will graduate with a debt somewhere around $30,000.
About one quarter of graduates can plan on being
unemployed. Another quarter of us can plan on
working a job that doesn’t require a college
degree. Many of us will struggle to keep up with
student loan payments. Many of us will default on
our loans (defaulting means that we fall behind
on debt payments, so the original owner of our
loan, be it a private bank like Sallie Mae or the
federal government, sells our debt to a middleman business known as a guarantor, and this
company hires collection agencies whose job it is
to make our lives hell by stealing our wages, tax
refunds, social security, disability, and not to
mention harassing us, our families, and our workplaces with phone calls). Basically, we have
massive, unaffordable debt and not enough
employment following graduation.

elite to maintain control and power over
resources and markets. The elite 1%, through
their wealth and power over the government,
have successfully lowered their tax rates to lower
than they have been in about a century. The ones
who have the wealth to help contribute to our
education are hoarding the wealth. As we move
into discussion of what to do about the crisis of
student debt, the other issues of our system, such
as imperialist wars and corporate domination,
should be remembered to be directly connected
and relevant. The solution to most of our problems involves some combination of End the Wars
and Tax the Rich.
I hope to make clear how and why student
debt is unjust. It is a form of exploitation that
stems from a social-system that is controlled by
the very few super-rich elite upper class.
Although since our country’s founding there has
always been a great power-imbalance of rich
white men dominating over everyone else, since
the 1970s this upper class has gained unprece-

It wasn’t always like this here, and it is not like
this anywhere else in the world. In the 1960s and
70s, a student in the United States could expect
to pay off debt within a few years of graduating.
For most students in European countries this is
still the case. In the United States, tuition has
skyrocketed since the early 1980s, and student
loans have been the means for students to pay for
the rising costs. In 1999 total student debt was
around $200 billion. There’s been a five hundred
percent increase over thirteen years to bring
student debt to its total of over one trillion dollars
today.

dented wealth and thus political power, and with
their outstanding increases in wealth, the upper
class has been able to form much greater debt
arrangements over the mass public through credit
card, housing, automobile, and student loans.
Student debt is unjust because those who profit
off of us, the university, the bankers, the politicians, the businesses that are delighted to have
leverage over wages and benefits, are using us a
means to their ends of profit. The resources for
our education are there, but instead of being used
to help us they are being used to manipulate and
exploit us through loans.

The United States is one of the most affluent
countries in the world, so why is there not enough
resources for education? Over one half of Federal
tax money is allocated to the military to finance
the on-going massive production of the militaryindustrial-complex and the imperialist wars
which are fought in order for the rich corporate

Loss of Freedom and Over-Worked
Students

O

ne major way student debt is oppressive is
that it diminishes our capacity to be selfdetermining, creative beings. I value the freedom
to create myself and define myself by what I do in
life. I want to create and contribute to society. I

want my work to be meaningful, fulfilling, and
beneficial for others. If I’m graduating with
around $40,000 of debt, then do you think it will
be easy for me to fulfill this wish? I don’t even
know if it will be possible. It is sad that students
cannot consider what they truly want to do.
What are our talents and gifts that we could
cultivate and share with the world? How can we
consider questions about our purpose, fulfillment
and meaningful existence when we are threatened with jail or if our parents who co-signed the
loans are threatened because we aren’t making
enough money to make payments? To me, that is
the most awful thing about this outrageous
student loan debt; it takes away our freedom as
self-determining, creative beings. People liken our
situation to indentured servitude for this reason;
we are forced to give decades of our lives as
servants of the economy in exchange for the
educational right of passage of attaining a degree.
The second way I notice the detriment of
student loan debt is in the maddening amount of
hours students are working in addition to their
studies. I am a graduate student and I work
fifteen hours a week, and even with just two or
three classes this is just barely manageable. As an
undergraduate, taking five or even four classes,
working would have been impossible. Yet, inexplicably, I see full-time undergraduate students
working 20, 30 and sometimes even 40 or more
hours a week (often in minimum-wage exploitative work-study jobs). I don’t know how any
student can do that. In fact, I don’t think any
student really can. You will find that many of the
students who attempt the miraculous dual role of
student and worker are constantly stressed out,
exhausted, and often sick. You will find that many
of these students simply do not have the time to
put the effort into classes required to be serious
students.
We are caught in an irrational system.
Students are being crushed with enormous debts,
working their tails off to minimize the debt while
studying for a degree which will be used to get a
job at which the indebted graduate will have to
again work long, stressful, spiritually draining
hours in order to pay for the debt that was
required to get a degree in the first place. Do you
notice a cycle here? We need to go into debt to
get a degree that gets a job that we need (but
don’t want) to pay off the debt.
What choices did we have in high school? We
learned that a college degree was necessary in
See Student Debt on Page 6
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order to get a decently paying job, a place to live,
and the other things that go into having a life.
The college degree is a part of the American story
we learn growing up, so it is not so easy just to say
that it is our fault that we got into this mess. Yes
we applied to college and we accepted the loans,
but our culture taught us this was the only sane
path. Most of those who don’t get a college degree
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administrative spending and for entertainment
and amenities, but hardly any increase in educationally oriented spending. Professors’ salaries
remain relatively the same over time, academic
programs are actually being cut (mostly the ones
that aren’t economically valuable, like the
humanities), more students are packed into
classes, more on-line courses are offered because
they’re cheaper to run, and adjunct-professors are
inadequately paid and exploited. The priority of
the University, even a public one like UMaine, is
to maximize revenues and minimize costs, just
like a corporation.
The big private banks, like Sallie Mae and
Nelnet, have made outstanding profits off of
student loans over the last couple decades. In the
1990s, executives from these banks observed the
trend of rising tuition and student loan debt and
formulated a plan to get a piece of the pie. The
banks gained control over politicians with their
campaign contributions and lobbying, and pushed
for policy that allowed them to get a sizable
portion of the student lending market, and also
policy that ensured their rights to maximize

are among the ones who are exploited the most in
our society, so it makes sense that we signed our
loans and enrolled for classes. We were promised
a livelihood to pay off our loans.

Culprits of Debt?

W

ho is to blame for our debt? There is no one
individual or one business or institution
responsible. The University is complicit, the
banks are complicit, the government is complicit,
you and I are complicit, and this entire culture is
complicit. The University, Private Banks, and
Federal Government, however, are three of the
major institutions who have played large roles
crafting the arrangement of massive debt, and
they are the ones who profit most directly.
The University has been able to jack up
tuition prices like crazy for the past thirty years
thanks to student loans. Throughout this time
there has been a huge increase in managerial and

exploitation of student debtors. Towards that
latter end, the banks have been successful in
denying us our Consumer Protection Rights.
Every other personal debt, like credit card or
automobile debt, is covered by these Consumer
Protection Rights which means among other
things that if the individual goes bankrupt due to

any sort of life circumstance, such as bad health
or misfortune, then the debt is cleared and the
individual gets a fresh start. Private banks saw
this is a hindrance to maximizing the wealth they
could extract from us, so they used their power to
ensure that if we go bankrupt or default on our
loans, we are stuck in a seemingly never-ending
spiral of further debt and misery. Private banks
actually make more money on us when we default
on our loans because of rising interest rates, extra
fees, charges, and other diabolical schemes.
Private banks have made hundreds of millions off
of private loans, about one quarter of all loans are
private, and private loans almost always have
higher interest rates than federal loans. Lastly, it
should be noted that like any other big corporation, within Private Banks it is the richest few
executives who both make the rules and profit
the most from student loans.
The Government is connected with both
Private Banks and the University. In past times,
when there were a lot less students attending
college and tuition was manageable, one could
see how the Federal Government played its
proper role as an institution that directed grant
and scholarship money to help students receive
an education. This makes sense, right? The
Government is supposedly crafted for the people
by the people in order to help the people create a
society that works. Investing in education is
investing in the future—it’s a no brainer. Over
time, with the huge rise in tuition and number of
students, the government began to rely much less
on Pell Grants and direct scholarship aid and
much more on Federal Loans. In this way, the
Government has become more like a bank than a
Government. The Federal Government makes a
profit on interest from their loans to us, and just
like the Private Banks, the Government makes
more money off us when we default on federal
loans (an astounding 20% more on average). The
Government has changed from an institution
that invests in students to a institution resembling a corporation that exploits students. Policy
in the Government is designed and implemented
based on what works for the richest in the country.
See Student Debt on Page 7
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What Do We Do?

L

ast Spring, the Canadian government in
Quebec proposed to raise university tuition
from $2,168 to $3,793 between 2012 and 2017.
Students in Quebec responded with resistance. In
March, more than 300,000 students went on
strike, and in May between 400,000 and 500,000
people marched in downtown Montreal in protest
of the tuition hikes. With such powerful resistance, the students won and the proposal was
scrapped.

We have options for action, but one thing for
sure is that we must gather and do something.
The Canadian students acted in a wonderful way.
Look at their tuition compared to ours. With our
500% increase in student debt since 1999, I’d say
it’s time we took a page from our northern neighbors’ book. I’ll go over a couple options we could
choose to focus on at this time and what we’ve
been doing here at the University of Maine this
fall.
One option is to rally for HR 4170: The
Student Loan Forgiveness Act. This bill would
ease the pain of our debt a lot, particularly by
setting the limit to how much debt we can repay
per year to 10% of our income, forgiving our debt
after ten years (rather than twenty as it is now),

and forgiving our debt after five years of a public
service
job.
You
can
check
out
www.StudentDebtCrisis.com for more info on
this bill.
Another option is to push for complete debt
cancellation. Debt cancellations are entirely
possible. They have happened throughout history
and they help society when done on a mass scale
to help an overburdened public. A student debt
cancellation would be great for the economy
because millions of us would be free to become
productive members of society. It would be like a
bailout for the people
rather than for the
banks. Strike Debt is the
most
prominent
campaign working on
debt cancellation.
Here
at
the
University of Maine,
Maine Peace Action
Committee has been
engaged in research to
gather information on
our oppressive situation
and engaging in some
actions of resistance. We
have
adopted
the
Canadian
students’
symbol of protest, a red
felt square that can be pinned to your jacket or
backpack, to show that we assert education to be
a right and we stand against oppressive amounts
of debt. We organized a rally and brought a major
theater performance about debt and student
exploitation called For Profit, and we will
continue to learn more about our situation, share
our stories, protest, and encourage wide scale
resistance to student debt and all injustices. The
fact that we are all oppressed in the same ways
presents us with the opportunity to come
together, as the majority, and exert our will to
fundamentally change our social order into one
that is not based on exploitation, materialism,
wars, fossil fuels, and inequality.
—Dan White

OUR RED SQUARES

W

hether it is worn on a shirt, a hat, a
sweater, or a jacket, the red felt
square is a symbol against student
debt. I wear my square for the future of my
student debt. I didn’t know much about my debt
until I started going to MPAC meetings, but
now I am fully aware of what type of movement
this simple red felt square is representing. No
matter what fashion it is in I feel that now it has
started to become known in America, this
movement will continue until we, the students,
can change the society we are living in. This is
how a movement gets started; by using symbols
to circulate the ideas and the messages it is
conveying. Because of its color and uncomplicated nature, the symbol of the red square can
clearly be seen in public, which makes it very
easy to connect with and powerful.
I frequently get questions about it, and I have
always answered these questions by explaining a
bit of the origins of the symbol from Québec and
Montreal, where a few hundred thousand
students marched in protest of tuition hikes,
and then stating what it means to be wearing it.
It feels like I’m now part of an even greater
movement against student debt. It has
happened all over the world, and it is about time
that American students do the same. We the
students have the right to an education, yet the
process of bettering ourselves through an education will suffocate us in debt.
I know that I don’t want to wake up every
morning knowing that this debt I own hangs
over my head. This debt is a ball and chain that
weighs us down every day of our lives. And this
chain will hold us until it consumes us, and we
end up walking around looking like Jacob
Marley for A Christmas Carol, metaphorically
speaking obviously. And the symbol that can
free us is this movement; these red felt squares,
represent how we, the students, are “boxed in
the red”; we are trapped in our debt, but we can
change this if we stand for our rights.
The way this movement will spread its
message is through such symbols as the red
square. They simply convey the message that
you are representing. I have faith in this movement here; I have faith that this movement will
not only change our lives today with our student
debt, but to help those who will be dealing with
it in the future.
—Dan Shorette

Dan Shorette
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POVERTY IN PORTLAND

I

have been living in Portland, Oregon now for
over a month. After graduating from UMaine
last spring, and after having lived my entire
life in Maine, I figured that now would be the
perfect time to explore a new part of the country.
The West has always felt alluring to me, but
Portland hardly fits my archetypal image of the
West in which I fell in love. There are no towering, snow-peaked mountains readily within reach,
no sun-soaked sandy beaches, no vast desert
canyons stretching endlessly towards the horizon,
their dusty red colors and naturally bizarre rock
formations inspiring intrigue and awe.
Why Portland, then? Activism. Since becoming involved in activism, it has become the
central focus of my life, and given me purpose.
Since I wanted to travel out west, but also
yearned to still be involved in activism in life
beyond MPAC, I knew that living in a big city
would give me the best chance of connecting
with fellow activists. And when I heard about all
of the progressive political attitudes and culture
out in Portland, with strong recommendation of
the city from my girlfriend, I knew that this was
where I wanted to be.
Although I wasn’t naive enough to believe
that Portland would be some socialist utopia, with
no crime, poverty or multinational chain stores
and restaurants, that everything would be locally
and cooperatively-owned and that there would be
hardly any motorists and pollution...part of me
did believe that it would be a somewhat watereddown version of this. Within the first hour of
stepping off the train, I was awoken to the reality
that although I was thousands of miles away from
home, I was still in America. I was still in the land
of great wealth but of even greater inequality, of
McDonalds and Wal-Mart, of the holy doctrine of
consumerism and of the mighty vessel, the automobile.
What has been the most difficult thing to deal
with living here in Portland, though, has been
witnessing the poverty and the rampant homelessness that pervades the city. Every single day I
see people sleeping on the street, people huddling
together for warmth in the cold Autumn rain,
people asking for food, for help, for anything. I
walk by signs that alert me to the fact that sleeping on the street is illegal and that “violators will
be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law.”
One afternoon, while walking by a local
church, I bore witness to a young homeless
man cry out his pain and suffering, bellowing “I’m hungry!” a most basic need that,
for him, was not being met. After a volunteer at the church offered to give him
some food, I walked down the street in
tears, stating very plainly to myself, “It’s
not fair.”
Of the many experiences in relation to
poverty and homelessness that I have had
in this city, there were three, though, that
left the greatest impact upon me.

The first happened outside of a Bank of
America (with whom I shamefully admit I still
have an account). Before entering to cash a
check, I gave some change to a friendly-looking
homeless man who was sitting outside. When I
came out, I felt compelled to do more. I asked
him if he would like to get some food with me,
and he readily affirmed in the positive.
His name was Nile. Nile got a coffee and a
cookie that day, and while I
was happy to help him, paying
for this small meal of his did
not in any way get at the root
of his hunger, of his homelessness. This experience solidified my belief in what Martin
Luther King Jr. opined, “True
compassion is more than flinging a coin to a beggar ... it
comes to see that an edifice
which produces beggars needs
restructuring.” Many of us
have been socialized to
believe that charity is noble,
that it is the best thing we can
do to help those in need.
While charity is certainly important, it is but a
band-aid on the festering wound of poverty.
Unless we recognize that our charity should only
be used as a means for giving stability to people so
that they can then organize and fight for social
justice, then our charity is useless. It is not an end
in itself, and if we really want to do good for those
suffering in poverty, we will help them organize
and join in movements to restructure (or even
abolish and replace) our political, economic and
social institutions and the ideologies and values
that are at the root of poverty.
The second event that happened occurred one
morning while walking by a Rite-Aid. I was feeling particularly cheerful that day: the sun was out
for the first time in days and I was on my way to
spend a relaxing day in the park. However, my
cheer was abruptly accosted by a Rite-Aid
employee and a man yelling at each other just
outside the store. Despite the employee’s
constant provocations, the man insisted that he
had not stolen anything. When the man
attempted to leave, the employee grabbed him,
wrestling with him and forcing him back into the
store.

Whether or not the man had stolen anything,
and if he had, whether poverty and the need for
resources played a role, I can only speculate.
What I do know, though, is what I felt after
witnessing the incident, the wretchedness of feeling that I had been in the face of injustice and
had remained passive. Regardless of what the
circumstances were, and whether or not I was
really witnessing injustice, passivity guarantees

uncertainty and the perpetuation of injustice,
while nonviolent interjection (that is, without
physical violence and and with an understanding
and compassionate attitude towards all the
parties involved) can create certainty and
successful dissolution of injustice. I promised
myself that day that I would never again remain
passive in such a situation. And even though they
may not have played a role in this specific incidence, I promised that I would commit myself
towards fighting against the institutional and
ideological forces that create poverty, scarcity and
the need for theft.
The last occurrence happened as I walked
home from a local cafe. I came across an elderly
homeless woman standing under a tree to escape
some of the rain, painfully cold in late October.
She called herself “Grandma Sylvia.” We chatted
for a little bit, and she showed me how her sleeping bag, an integral source of warmth while living
on the streets, was drenched. She then told me
about how she had recently been pushed down a
flight of stairs and how no one responded to her
cries for help. Unsettled, and unsure of what to
say, I decided to just assure her that I would never
do something like that to her, and she
responded, “Oh, I know you wouldn’t. You
are a blessing from God.” It didn’t matter
that I don’t believe in God, or at least the
type of God to which she was probably
referring. That did not matter. What
mattered was that despite poverty, homelessness, enduring the harsh weather and
being beaten, here was this woman,
expressing gentle and sincere kindness.
The experience taught me that in order to
decondition prejudices, we must be willing
See Portland, Oregon on Page 9
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to break through the barriers and engage with the
homeless. The status-quo demonizes and dehumanizes them, turning them into either an indolent fool who just doesn’t want to try hard or a
statistic to be mentioned in passing. For those of
us who actually do care, though, poverty will
always remain an abstract injustice until we actually experience it or engage with the people who
are living through it. Only then can we recognize
the full humanity of those living in poverty and be
committed to working with them for justice.
These experiences have left me with the clear
recognition not only that poverty is a serious
issue, but that we have to challenge the root
causes of it if we are really going to help the poor.
As we look to ways in which to do so, we must
realize that our dominant political and economic
institutions, and the prevailing ideology of the
status quo have failed us, are at the root of
poverty, and thus we cannot look for a solution
from them. For too long those at the top have
dictated what “development” means; have
insisted that greater consumerism and materialism, that the ability, as an individual, to have
more purchasing power is what will make us
happier. This is the “American Dream,” but it one
that has necessitated environmental degradation
and slave labor to produce the items of consumption. It has necessitated that we focus upon
narrow self-interests at the expense of connecting
with other human beings, animals and the natural environment. This framework for development has conditioned us to be hyper-individualistic and ignorant to collective development, and
has required that poverty continue in order for

AN ACT OF COMPASSION

F

or one month, I have collected things that
most people shed from them whenever
possible; trash. What I collected in one
backpack represents roughly 95% of the products
that I have purchased, consumed, and are now
left in a disposable state of unwanted clutter (I
have excluded food waste, some products I
consumed on the run i.e. paper towels in public
bathrooms, and feminine hygiene products for
obvious reasons even though these all (with
perhaps food waste because of composting) are a
huge part of many people’s trash accumulation
and a sustainability issues that also need to be
addressed).
The next step in this process would be to toss
the materials I did collect in the garbage can, a
recycling bin, or bring them to a redemption
center; an eventual, final resting spot for the
majority of the goods that we consume. This is an
extremely linear path for materials to travel. This
is an extremely dangerous path for us as
consumers to continue to use.

by intimately getting to know and visibly seeing
the collection of my trash accumulate in my
backpack. And understand I did. I saw how every
day, little choices affect how much we consume
and ultimately throw away. The decision to buy a
bottled drink with my food creating a empty
bottle that needs proper disposal; a late night trip
to Wendy’s meant as a bit of light-hearted fun
resulting in wax paper bags and ketchup packets
that can’t even be recycled; buying granola bars
that are so tasty and convenient but leave you
with a wrapper that has no other place to go but
the trash. I did all of these things, often without
thinking, or even worse, realizing the trash that it
would result in but doing it anyway. Even though
this project did make me hyper sensitive to how
See Compassion on Page 10

To avoid detailing the failures of this linear
system, it would be more fruitful to simply direct
the reader to the interactive and informative
website, www.storyofstuff.org.
From the beginning of this project, I sought to
better understand the implications of this process
certain individuals to sustain and grow their
wealth. We cannot have great wealth without
great poverty, it is that simple.
Thus, as we look for ways to help develop
those living in poverty, we should focus upon
development that is more environmentally and
socially responsible, and that is founded upon
more loving and honest relationships. However,
we also have to be cautious not to create a topdown dynamic. We have to not only change what
it is we think development means, but also
change how we go about development. We
should not assume that we have all the answers to
the problems of those in poverty, we should
engage with them and listen to what they have to
say, and any charity that is given to them should
be a means for them to organize and build a
movement from the bottom-up; it is not an end in
itself. In this way, change can be more collective
and free of the exploitative, power-over relationships that so often inhibit real progress.
Yes, there is poverty in Portland. There is
poverty everywhere in our world, and it has only
been getting worse in the past years. But I am
nevertheless hopeful as I look towards the future.
I base this not out of naivety but out of witnessing and being a part of the growing dissent and
resistance to the political, economic and social
injustices that have caused such heinous poverty.
Right now I am part of an organization called
Friends of Seasonal and Service Workers, whose
action plan I modeled for my discussion of development. There is a huge anti-austerity rally
planned right here in Portland for November 3rd

to challenge the defunding of public services that
has elevated poverty levels and left countless
people struggling. There is also a rally and summit
on December 1st on the Washington-Canadian
border at which I plan on being, held in order to
challenge the Trans-Pacific Partnership, a potentially disastrous free-trade agreement that would
further the power of large multinational corporations and accentuate already absurd levels of
inequality. MPAC is challenging the economic
injustice of student debt, which has left innumerable students as indentured servants and in
poverty. Here, in the Northwest, in Maine, and
all around the world, people are challenging the
injustice of poverty, and I am thrilled to be a part
of the resistance, no matter what the outcome
may be.
—Eric Collins
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much I was consuming and how much trash I was
producing, I would argue that at least 90% of that
trash in that bag could have been prevented.
That is what this all comes down to; making the
choice to not produce the trash in the first place.
Once trash is created, there is no magic button
that can be pressed to make it go away. Even if
throwing it in the trash can removes it from your
sight, it still has to go somewhere; a landfill, a
trash barge, the forest, the oceans, somewhere on
this world. Maybe they are trying to send trash
into space or bury it deep underground, but these
are not solutions.
As much as I love recycling and returnables,
these are not a solution either. It still took energy
and resources to make these recyclable things,
and it will take even more energy and resources
to recycle them. Of course, this does not stop me
from taking the few extra seconds to recycle
paper and plastic and glass. With single sort recycling becoming widely available at least in Maine,
there is really no excuse not to recycle. And for
where we are as a society right now, it is necessary
and obligatory of all consumers.

But what if we never consumed these goods to
begin with? What if instead of using paper
napkins at restaurants or dining facilities, people
carried cloth napkins? What if instead of buying a
coffee in a disposable styrofoam cup every morning, people made coffee at home and carried it in
a reusable mug? Yes, it is impossible to not use any
stuff; that is, even these alternatives listed above
require the use of resources and energy. But the
difference is they are more sustainable. They are
not disposable. If we properly take care of our
water bottles, our clothes, our computers,
anything and everything we own, we can use our
stuff for longer without feeling the need to
replace it. This culture of consuming, disposing,
replacing, it has to end. And it starts by making
simple, personal changes.
These changes might be difficult; old habits
die hard, especially when they are everyday
occurrences. And they might be a little less
convenient; carrying around a bag of loose
granola bought in bulk in a reusable baggie can be
a little more messy then just sticking a granola bar
in your backpack. These changes most certainly
won’t be the end all. It will take change at the
corporate, national, international level to truly
alter our means of production and our patterns of
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consumption and disposal. What these changes
serve as is a vote; a vote for sustainability, for
simplicity, and for our neighbors, future generations, and our planet. These changes are an act of
compassion.
As consumers, we have the ability to control
where the demands of the marker lie; however, so
often is it seems to be the corporations and the
advertisements that dictates the consumer’s
needs. Buy this to feel better about your life;
you’re missing out if you don’t have this product;
you only have version 5.9, they released version
6.1 two days ago, get with it! This need to
consume is what drives so many of our unsustainable activities and is ultimately driving us into a
scary and disastrous future of community and
environmental destruction.
Thus, it is time to act differently. It is time to
make these changes that go against our current,
linear pattern and demand more sustainable solutions. This does not necessarily mean everyone
must run into the streets with cardboard signs in
protest, though it can. More simply and plausible,
we can make a demand for an alternative simply
by not participating in the current.
Choosing to not use a plastic cup at the dining
hall is one less person using a plastic cup at
the dining hall, a decrease in demand.
Now imagine if we all started doing these
small things? What if we all stopped using
plastic cups? What if we all bought food in
bulk instead of in pint sized, prepackaged
morsels? Collectively, our small changes
are a vote for a different method of
consumption. In the void that would be
created in our current system, there would
be a clear cry and need for sustainable
options. It would be a sort of revolution,
all from saying no to a plastic cup.
Now it is important to not only focus on the
micro level, but to also acknowledge the collective, broader scope of things, how all of this
creates a bigger picture of economic and political
policy and of climate change. Just as recycling in
itself is not a solution, simply acting by oneself,
though necessary, will not address all of
the issues at play. If we are going to talk
about true acts of compassion, we need
to see how government subsidies to oil
companies allows for excessive profits
and fuels the warming of our planet.
We need to see economic policies that
encourage the production of cheaply
made goods with dangerous chemicals
and practices. We cannot be silent
about our revolution of plastic cups. It
is imperative that we not only take
personal action, but see how these
micro level changes fit together to form
a collective voice that has the power to
address and change the bigger picture
and demand those necessary changes
in our system and patterns of consumption at the national and international
level.

This trash project has really opened doors for
me, showing me the world of sustainable living
and the necessity of making changes in my
current lifestyle. I want to share this discovery
with the world. I want to plant the seed. I want to
start the conversations. I want to set an example
and encourage others to do the same. Most
importantly, I want people to question their own
habits for themselves so that they’re actions are
driven by sincerity and true understanding, not
obligation and pressure from others.
Through education and exploration, people
must come to realize on their own how their
personal, every day actions affect the people,
community, and earth in which they live and how
these actions can fit together to form a formidable voice for change. Whether it is watching the
Story of Stuff video or carrying around their own
bag of trash for a month, people must come to
realize the importance of consuming less and
cultivating a sustainable future through simple
choices and lifestyle changes. They must come to
realize that these are acts of compassion, towards
themselves, towards future generations, and
towards the earth.
—Shannon Brenner

Fall 2012

Page 11

LIVING NONVIOLENT LIVES OF VALUE

M

ost of us regret that we live in such a
violent world and that dominant
economic, political, legal, religious,
cultural, and educational values are so violent.
We frequently regret that we are not able to live
our lives at work, at the University of Maine, and
in our family and personal relations based on
what we like to think are our highest moral and
other human values of nonviolence, loving kindness, compassion, justice, peace, and harmonious
relations with other humans, other sentient
beings, and nature. In this article, my formulations will be influenced by my work on the philosophy and practices of Mahatma Gandhi, often
considered the most admired human being of the
last century and the most influential proponent of
nonviolence.
“Value” is a common term in our ordinary
language. We often assert that some quality,
activity, person, or thing has value. Philosophers,
economists, and other scholars also focus on
value, as in their claims about moral, aesthetic, or
economic value. We can understand a lot about
our selves by focusing on value, both in terms of
values we embrace and values we reject.

And yet, upon reflection, one finds that
“value” can be a very vague, subjective, and
elusive concept. Different ethical, social, political, economic, religious, and other approaches
seem to define value in radically different, often
contradictory, ways. For example, Adam Smith,
the major foundational theorist of modern capitalism, proposes that the value or worth of a
commodity can be quantitatively determined by
its exchange value. Karl Marx, by way of contrast,
places major focus on modern value in terms of
the capitalist mode of production in which
exploitative class relations determine the real
relational value of commodities.
In analyzing how one can live a nonviolent life
of value, it helps to understand diverse, perspectival, contextualized approaches to value. Our
dominant modern civilization emphasizes values

For Gandhi and others with an emphasis on nonviolent living,
these dominant modern values are values, but they are usually
limited, immoral, unworthy, and false values.
of materialist and consumerist maximization, a
narrow view of scientific and technological development, and particular views of rationality, objectivity, and progress. Such a modern perspective
tends to place highest value on the centrality and
worth of the separate, egoistic, I-me individual,
who is motivated by maximizing one’s ego-desires
and ego-attachments. It emphasizes the most
effective use of “instrumental reason” in a meansends, completely objectified world in order to
calculate how to control, dominate, and succeed
in a world of adversarial, economic, political,
legal, and other win-lose relations.
For Gandhi and others with an emphasis on
nonviolent living, these dominant modern values
are values, but they are usually limited, immoral,
unworthy, and false values. They are unworthy in
the sense that they are violent, deny moral and
spiritual truth or reality, and are destructive of the
deeper values of our self and our relations with
other beings and nature. In a nonviolent valuational critique and transformative paradigm with
qualitatively different values, the modern
approach, for all of its impressive scientific and
other achievements, blocks the development of
human beings, preventing us from tapping into
our higher human nature and potential for realizing the true values of moral and spiritual sustainable living.
In the modern economic, developmental,
political, cultural, religious, and philosophical
paradigms and approaches, nothing has intrinsic
value. This is in sharp contrast to many formulations of traditional Native American,
Taoist, African, other indigenous, and
premodern Western cultures that emphasize that Nature has primordial, eternal,
intrinsic value. There are also notable
exceptions in influential Western
Enlightenment thinkers, especially
Immanuel Kant’s ethical formulations of
the Categorical Imperative, in which it is
one’s duty as a rational being with unconditional good will to treat others as having
intrinsic worth, as ends in themselves.
There are also influential modern
thinkers, who are critics of the dominant
modern approach to value, such as JeanJacques Rousseau and leading figures in
European Romanticism. Finally, there has
always been an influential Western dissident tradition, sometimes labeled “the
Other West” or “the Other America,” that
rejects modern value approaches. This
tradition includes such writers as Leo
Tolstoy, John Ruskin, and the New
Englander Henry David Thoreau.

The Dominant Modern Approach

L

et’s consider our dominant modern Western
approach that shapes all of our lives and that
denies intrinsic value. When we examine the
contemporary world, we find the increasingly
dominant narrow sense of value in which value is
defined as and reduced to utility. Everything—
including our views of our own self, relations with
others, and nature—is objectified and becomes
the means for achieving our desired ends. Ethical
and political values are determined by which
approach will produce the greatest pleasure,
happiness, individual freedom, and democracy.
Economic values are determined by which
approach will produce the greatest rate of surplus
value or profit, the greatest growth of capital and
Gross Domestic Product, the greatest maximization of commodified consumption. Scientific
values are determined by how much we can
objectify valueless nature and then understand,
dominate, control, and exploit nature to achieve
our predictive and other desired ends. In short,
nothing has inherent value, and values are
created and developed by how we use objects as
the means to achieve our economic, political, and
other ends.
As previously noted, in the dominant forms of
modern civilization, developed humans conceive
themselves as separate, egoistic, I-me,
autonomous individuals who are able to use
reason to calculate whatever means are necessary
to further their economic, political, and other
See Nonviolent Lives on Page 12
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self-interested ends. It is not as if modernity introduces the philosophical and theological ideas that
humans are special and superior and that nature
exists in order to be subdued and exploited as a
means to higher human or divine ends. However,
modernity introduces new values, analyses, and
rationales for such exploitation and domination.

Adopting the Baconian approach to scientific
method and knowledge, nature is the objective,
valueless, material means enabling humans to
achieve control and domination. And when
human beings later achieve the marriage of
science and technology, there is an unprecedented explosion in the capacity of modern
humans and civilizations to maximize priorities of
material production and consumption. We are
socialized to embrace ideologies promoting the
objectives of maximizing power and domination
over other humans and cultures, nature, and all
life on the planet.

Challenging the Dominant Modern
Approach

H

ow would a nonviolent way of living regard
our dominant forms of values in this modern
paradigm of self, human relations, civilization,
development, and progress as they are defined by
the development of capitalism, industrialization,
urbanization, globalization, and the increasingly
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corporatized educational system and university?
Increasingly, all of life becomes objectified,
commodified, and capitalized. Those who exploit
their asymmetrical power relations treat
commodified humans and nature as means for
maximizing profit, control, and domination.
For Gandhi and other proponents of nonviolent values, this dominant model destroys the
dignity and value of human labor, the moral and
spiritual value of each human being and of
nature, and is economically and ecologically
unsustainable. Such a
dominant modern paradigm and approach to
values poses the most
dangerous obstacle to realizing nonviolent and
truthful
relations
of
integrity, harmony, and
real human and civilizational development, standard of living, and
progress.

late them, selectively and critically, in new
contextual and civilizational ways that speak to
the crises of false values and lack of values of the
contemporary world and our own lives. In this
and numerous other ways, we are challenged to
rethink our dominant, modern, violent, untruthful, and meaningless assumptions, values, and
relations and to transform our lives toward
greater nonviolence, truth, and meaningful existence.

Nonviolent Living is Not Value-Free

I

t is important to clarify that I am not claiming
to adopt some objective, value-free approach in
contrast to the false values of the dominant
modern orientation. Unlike post-Enlightenment
modern formulations of the impersonal investigation of objective value-free facts, versions of “the

By way of contrast, a
nonviolent way of living
can emphasize values that
are human-centric rather
than technology-centric, object-centric, and
money-centric. Our way of living in this world
can make nonviolence, compassion, loving kindness, and helping others the center of our value
commitments. It can emphasize morality and
spiritual realization, address our higher human
capacities, and focus on values of human
integrity, meaningful and creative experiences,
and harmonious relations with other beings and
with nature.
This does not mean rejecting what is worthy
about science, technology, medicine, philosophy,
economic and political thinking, and other
achievements of modern life. This also does not
mean uncritically idealizing some premodern,
antimodern way of living. Ancient, indigenous,
Asian, African, and other traditional societies
also express forms of violence, hierarchical
inequalities, class exploitation, casteism, patriarchal domination, racism, and other unworthy
values. Our attempt to become aware of and put
into practice a nonviolent way of living does not
advocate a nonhistorical, unrealistic, utopian
path of returning to
some imagined ancient
way of living with
romanticized values.
Put differently, as
part of our meaningful
struggle to live more
nonviolently and truthfully, we can return to
the worthy values in
the ancient cultures, as
valuable resources for
uncovering ethical and
spiritual insights and
values, in order to reappropriate and reformu-

scientific method,” and some modern versions of
empiricism, rationalism, and positivism, a nonviolent theory and practice can affirm that it is
strongly value-laden with moral and other
presuppositions, methods, ideals, and judgments.
Put differently, dominant modern thinkers, economists, scientists, political theorists, educationists, ideologists, etc., often pretend to be valuefree, but instead offer approaches that are valueladen with unworthy and false values and violent
and untruthful criteria of objectivity, rationality,
human nature, and progress.
In many respects, recent research confirms
such an approach to values. It has become
commonplace in scientific, psychological, sociological, ethical, and other research to assert that
all theory is value-laden. Our formulations of
rationality, objectivity, beauty, normalcy, human
nature, freedom, happiness, and development
must be understood as shaped by and expressing
diverse contextualized values. Our complex ways
of being in the world—with their specific dominant conditions and socialized variables, reinforced and deconditioned responses and behavioral patterns, presuppositions, ideals and goals—
are integral and significant to what we experience
as worthy and to how we live value-informed
lives.
See Nonviolent Lives on Page 13
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This is true even in research on “simple”
perceptions and sensations. It is inadequate to
claim that we start with the “same,” simple,
value-free, objective datum, such as perceiving
the moon, and we then formulate religious,
cultural, scientific, and other adequate or inadequate ideas, theories, and explanations based on
that “same” lunar perception. It turns out that
even seemingly simple perceptions and sensations
are experienced, formed, and constituted in very
complex ways. In terms of my research on lunar
myths and symbolism in the phenomenology of
religion, it is inadequate to claim that modern
and certain ancient mythic human beings
perceive the same moon, but the modern then
relates to and explains the lunar perceptual
phenomenon in objective and largely quantifiable
terms, whereas the premodern mythic interprets
the same perceived moon as inexhaustible life
repeating itself rhythmically. The mythic being
looks at the moon and actually perceives something qualitatively different from what most
students and others at UMaine now experience.
This expresses a radically different, valueinformed, existential mode of being in the world
with lunar perceptions significantly shaped by
language acquisition, prereflective desires and
emotions, presuppositions, rewards and punishments, and other contextualized variables.
Therefore, we can acknowledge that all
approaches are necessarily value-laden, and we
can inquire whether a nonviolent-informed
approach is insightful and transformative in
allowing us to understand and resolve our most
pressing existential, personal, psychological,
economic, social, cultural, religious, and environmental crises today. Can a nonviolent valueinformed way of living provide a philosophy and
practices for greater realization of nonviolence,
loving kindness, truth, reality, human development, and sustainability allowing life on this
planet to survive and even flourish?

Value is Relational

A

lthough we tend to objectify and even
fetishize “value,” when we critically analyze
economic, cultural, and other values, we realize
that value is relational. Value, I would submit, is
a complex, interactive way of expressing how
human beings relate to our self, others, and the
world. Value is a human relation expressing what
we experience and interpret as good, worthy, and
significant.
The relational other is a necessary dimension
of human experience, including the dynamic
interactional process through which I experience
value-constituted relations with others and
nature as part of the process of self-transformation and self-realization. In controlling and limiting the violent and untruthful relational forces of
the ego, the constituted false self, with its egodesires and ego-attachments, one attempts
through nonviolent living to realize, as much as
possible, egoless relations as values. A commitment to nonviolent value-informed living allows
each of us to focus more on ethical and social
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relations, especially through self-restraint,
controlling our selfish motives and attachments,
and realizing life-affirming value by serving the
needs of others. It is through this relational
approach to value that we experience greater
meaning, nonviolence, truth, and reality.
The obvious question is whether such an
interpretation of value as human relation means
that no objects, actions, human beings, other
sentient life, nature, or reality has intrinsic value.
Many readers, who may be critical of dominant
modern economic, political, consumerist, and
other modern approaches, will find such a human
relational approach disturbing. My human relational response, probably controversial to some, is
that nothing has intrinsic value, but this is a qualified no, which often requires a yes.
This value relational interpretation may
appear troubling and strike many as humanly
arrogant and dangerous. One major problem is
that such a relational interpretation of values can
easily be confused with dominant modern reductive approaches in which humans create all
values through their relations of objectification,
control, domination, exploitation, and use of
violent forces and any other means to achieve
their ends. Nature has no value in such a modern
approach, other than utility as the means for
allowing us to achieve our humanly defined ends.
Another problem is that such a human relational
interpretation can easily be confused with
completely subjectivist approaches of unlimited
relativism in which there is no reality independ-

ent of my subjective thoughts and feelings. The
nonviolent relational approach to values I’m
proposing is radically different from all such
modern interpretations.
In my nonviolent relational approach to
values, incorporating some positions of philosophical realism, there certainly is reality that
exists independent of my experiences and values
as human relations. In my relative conditioned
world, I find myself in an objective world of real
economic, political, cultural, environmental, and
See Nonviolent Lives on Page 14
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other phenomena that I have not created. This is
a real world with limiting and enabling structures
that are given and provide the objective contexts
for my existence. Poverty and starvation, war and
terrorism, classism and sexism and racism, and
climate change and environmental destruction
really exist independent of how I experience and
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This interpretation of a nonviolent way of
living with values should not be confused with
many versions of naive, reductive, physicalist or
materialist, neurobiological and other scientific,
political, economic, psychological, and philosophical “realism.” In such dominant modern
versions of realism, the ideal is usually to reduce
or completely eliminate the values of the subjec-

Our human potential for living lives of value is revealed in the
relations that are presented or given to us. This requires our
active engagement to unconceal, transform, and develop the
nonviolent, compassionate, just, and truthful values as human
relations of value.
interpret them through value-constituting relations. To assume that there is no reality independent of my human relational constitution is false,
limiting, egotistical, and arrogant. It expresses our
modern anthropocentrism as privileging a
destructive human speciesism.
To express this in the terminology of
Emmanuel Levinas and other existential
phenomenologists, in human relational experience, I always experience an Other, which is
given as real and unconcealed in complex,
diverse, limited ways. What I experience in
authentic relational experience is that the other,
disclosed as real and independent of my selfconstitution, is always to some extent other. The
experienced other always eludes and transcends
my attempts to understand, control, and subsume
the other within my presuppositions and categories. But this experienced other is not some
objectified, relationless, valueless other. The
other touches me, moves me, makes demands on
me, is given to me in order for me to respond relationally through nonviolent, truthful, loving,
value-constituting relations that allow one to live
a transformed, moral, meaningful existence.

tive self in order to understand and control objective, factual, verifiable reality.
A more adequate nonviolent approach to
values focuses on a more complex, dialectical,
interactive interpretation of realism that not only
allows for, but also emphasizes, the essential
nature and function of the active, actionoriented, self-disciplined and nonegoistic, valueconstituting self. This active subject, with its relational ideals and values, cannot be reduced to, or
explained away by economic, political, scientific,
and other modern versions of valueless “objective” reality.

meaningful existence. This more fully developed
subject is not the insulated, I-me, modern ego
that is essentially separated from others and from
nature. The relational subject actively engages
and embraces the valued relational other in its
givenness as an integral part or structure of one’s
transformative process of relational self-constitution.
The nonviolent subjective-objective relational
self, immersed in a world of violence and suffering
with its alienation, demoralization, and lack of
ethical and spiritual values, resists the extreme
inadequate positions expressed by so many
students and other modern persons. On the one
hand, I resist the temptation of affirming my true
self by denying the world or others as not my
concern, as not me, as illusory, or as unreal. On
the other hand, what is even more common, I
resist the temptation of passively accepting the
violent world of distorted and unfulfilling values
as the only true, objective reality, thus giving up
my responsibility as an engaged, active, constituting self as subject to change my relation self and
world. In short, I resist severing the self-other
relations that are the basis for living nonviolent
lives of value.
Knowledge of particular, economic, social,
linguistic, psychological, technological, media,
and other contextualization is necessary for

In such an approach to values, as expressing
how humans relate to dynamic interconnected
and mutually interacting phenomena, there is a
real given world or reality that exists independent
of our human experience, but it is always experienced as there for us to constitute. It is human
experience as a constituted given, with its struggles and contradictions in our experiments with
truthful living, that allows for our relating the
subjective and objective dimensions of self-transforming, self-transcending, world-transforming
experiences. This allows us to understand how we
are morally responsible for our indispensable
role in creating and developing values as worthy
human relations.
This interpretation of value as constituted
given affirms our experiential realization that
nature has value, other human beings have
value, and other sentient beings have value. But
this sense of valued givenness is experienced as
incomplete, unfulfilled, partially disclosed but
also concealed and hidden. Our human potential for living lives of value is revealed in the
relations that are presented or given to us. This
requires our active engagement to unconceal,
transform, and develop the nonviolent, compassionate, just, and truthful values as human relations of value.
In this interpretation of nonviolent, valueinformed living, there is always a complex, mediated, dynamic, dialectical, interactional relation
of the human subject and one’s objective world.
Human beings are active subjects with moral
and other human desires, needs, and goals
involving freedom, self-development, and

understanding our human relational responses or
values, whether active or passive, nonviolent or
violent, loving or hateful, selfish or egoless, fearful and cowardly or courageous and virtuous,
egalitarian or hierarchically unequal, free as selfrule or unfree and dominated, truthful or
untruthful, value-empowering or value-denying
relations. After all, negation, alienation, dehumanization, exploitation, oppression, and
violence are also relations, as evidenced in many
of our false, meaningless, and unworthy values.
We are constituted by and in turn constitute
linguistic, educational, social, cultural, religious,
technological, environmental and other condiSee Nonviolent Lives on Page 15
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with us with a rather hopeful view of our human
potential for evolutionary development. As
creative and innovative realists, we are well
aware of the incredible violence, untruths, and
humanly caused suffering throughout history and
in our contemporary world and personal lives.
However, in our focus on nonviolent and truthful
ways of living, we can emphasize valued moral
and spiritual intentions, actions, and transformations of our human relations. We can embrace an
insightful, dynamic, holistic, interconnected and
interactional, open-ended approach in which we
constitute and reconstitute values as real worthy
human relations.

Nonviolent Lives
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tions, variables, and structures that may tap into
our human brute forces and our lower natures,
resulting in the valuing of undeveloped, false,
violent, destructive, unsustainable relations. Or
we can focus on nonviolent resistance and transformation of those dominant, unworthy, contextualized relations as values. While relating to a
real world, we can tap into the relational forces
and potential of our higher and more developed
natures, thus reconstituting and transforming our
relational values, friendships, communities, institutions, ideals, and practices. This is how human
beings can live contextually relevant, moral lives
of relational values.

Concluding Observations on Nonviolent
Living with Values
In this article, I’ve focused on living nonviolent lives of value, both in terms of critiquing our
dominant modern ways of living and in offering
some nonviolent, more meaningful, and more
sustainable relational values. In no way do I claim
that there is some simple, self-sufficient, guaranteed blueprint or model for nonviolent living.
How we put relational values into practice always
involves becoming aware of our specific, often
very difficult, contextual situations, taking risks,
and learning from our failures, as well as our
successes, through our experiments in moral and
truthful living.
In my own life, there have been many formative influences, as in the writings of Karl Marx,
Charles Darwin, Malcolm X, and Simone de
Beauvoir, that did not emphasize living nonviolent lives of value. Even Mahatma Gandhi, with
his incredible nonviolent absolute ideals and
creative nonviolent practices, frequently
concedes that violence may sometimes be necessary, although not moral, when we are in horribly
violent situations in which there are no nonviolent relational options. For me, the project of
trying to live a nonviolent life of value must be

ongoing, open-ended, flexible, and creative, in
attempting to integrate other complementary
insights and approaches within a more complex,
inclusivist, nonviolent way of living.
In many ways, this nonviolent approach to
living lives of value is very hopeful. It leaves us

We can experience and express our higher
mind-body-heart nature, our potential for developing love, nonviolence, and truth that elevates
and distinguishes us as truly human. There is
unlimited potential for harnessing our ethical and
other human capacities for self-transformation
and realization. This offers us hope and possibilities for empowerment when dealing with our
pressing contemporary crises of value and for
realizing a qualitatively different paradigm shift in
human relational values.
—Doug Allen
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The Maine Peace Action Committee has its general
meeting every Tuesday at 4:00 PM in the Virtue Room of
The Maples Building on the University of Maine
campus. Meeting times and dates may change. MPAC
often has subcommittees working on topics of special
interest to current members. MPAC also organizes film
series, speakers, teach-ins, workshops, concerts, reading
groups, demonstrations, and other peace and justice
actions. For more information on MPAC, call 581-3860.
If you are interested in peace education and activism,
please join us.
http://www.umaine.edu/mpac/

pinions expressed in this Newsletter are those of
individual members of MPAC and other university
and community activists. They do not necessarily
express the views of other MPAC members or of the
group as a whole. We know that other readers may not
agree with all that is stated in this issue, and we encourage your response.
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